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LEGISLATIVE UPDATE – April 7, 2009

By Heather Hansen, WALP Lobbyist

As we close in on the last few weeks of the legislative session, much of the focus is on the budget.  Both the House and the Senate have released proposals.  Before the legislative session ends April 26, the two documents will be merged into one.

The Department of Agriculture was hit hard in the proposed House budget.  Funding was cut for control of invasive weeds (knotweed).  The IPM Committee that helped State agencies develop integrated pest management plans for their facilities was eliminated.  State funding was cut for the pesticide program and administrative support.  In addition, fees may be increased in several program areas.

Washington State University was also hit hard.  Facing a 20% cut in State support, the House budget directs the University to minimize reductions to agriculture extension services including:
(a)
Faculty with extension appointments working in the departments of: Animal sciences, crop and soil sciences, entomology, horticulture, and plant pathology;

(b) 
The portion of county extension educators' appointments assigned to the "agricultural programs" area;

(c) 
Staff with extension appointments located at the irrigated agriculture research and extension center (Prosser), northwest Washington research and extension center (Mt. Vernon), and tree fruit research and extension center (Wenatchee); and

(d)
 Extension contributions to the center for precision agricultural systems, center for sustaining agriculture and natural resources, and the agriculture weather network.

There has been much furor around SB 6035 which changes the Department of Labor and Industries retrospective rating program (Retro) by requiring significantly more paperwork on the part of both the employer and the plan manager.  It is widely viewed as retaliation against the Building Industry Association of Washington.  It is strongly opposed by all business organizations.

Update on bills reported on last month:

The Landscape Architect’s Licensing Bill, SB 5273, is being amended once again so the educational requirements match those for architects.  (In the original proposal, educational requirements for landscape architect’s were greater than for architect’s). The section of the bill relating to landscape designers will not be affected.

SB 5061, which creates an endowment to permanently fund a curator for the Washington Park Arboretum Botanic Gardens, is hitting bumps because of its fiscal note.  The bill requires the State to match privately donated funds.  With a nearly $9 billion deficit, legislators are balking at any additional financial commitments.

SB 5735, Governor Gregoire’s climate change bill, has been modified significantly.  The business community remains concerned that the proposal could dramatically increase the cost of transportation, putting Washington at a competitive disadvantage with other states.  The bill requires the Department of Ecology to estimate greenhouse gas emission levels in 2012 and the trajectory of emissions reductions necessary in order to meet the 2020 emission reduction goals; develop recommendations for the State's policy for forestry and agriculture offset projects within Washington; develop recommendations for financial incentives for forestry and forest products that will recognize and encourage forest land management and use of forest products that will maintain or increase carbon sequestration.  It authorizes an alternative fuels corridor pilot project capable of supporting electric vehicle charging, battery exchange technologies, and providing alternative fuel distribution. It directs the Department of General Administration to work with California, Oregon, other states, Federal agencies, local governments, and private fleet owners to encourage aggregate purchasing of electric vehicles. It requires regional transportation planning to reduce annual per capita vehicle miles traveled.

HB 2275 has been replaced by HB 2323.  The new version allows for a rebate of 50% of the sales tax on propane for farm use, including greenhouse production.  If the bill passes, it will take effect July 1, 2009. Depending on the total amount of refunds granted, the bill may expire on January 1, 2012.
Dead Bills

SB 5745, which would have required the State Noxious Weed Board to update its rules to address the spread of noxious weeds by seed, as well as rhizomes and other plant fragments, died.  The State Noxious Weed Board plans to update the rules anyhow and so is not concerned about the bill.

HB 1653, which would have created new buffer requirements along streams and wetlands, died.

NOTE: You can track each bill’s current status by going to http://apps.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/ and enter the number of the bill in the space provided.

